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nature. His critique of Hegel does not extend to Hegel’s totalization 
of being-with-oneself-in-the-other, which assumes that the world as 
@ whole is communicatively constituted. The idea of the unity of the 
relation to self and the relation to the other guides the whole move- 
ment of Hegel's logic, and extends to embrace a reality which is 
understood entirely in intersubjective terms. This idea is in no sense 
restricted to the sphere of interpersonal relations. Theunissen accepts 
this, although he stresses that reading the Logic as a universal theory 
of communication should make clear that ‘the structure it reveals 
finds its appropriate realization only in the relation of human sub- 
jects to each other'.'* In other words, Theunissen does not dissent 
from the metaphysical assumption that the hasic structure of being- 
with-oneself-in-the-other, which is derived from the process of dia- 
logical understanding, extends beyond the horizon of the lifeworld 
to embrace the world as a whole 

This is because he is convinced that every interpersonal relation is 
embedded in a relation to the radically Other, which precedes the 
relation to the concrete Other. This radically Other embodies an 
absolute freedom which we must presuppose in order to explain how 
our communicative freedom is possible at all: ‘for nothing can be 
absolute unless it can release the other out of itself, in such a way 
that the freedom of the other is also its own freedom from and 
towards itself.’'* This conception can be traced back to elements of 
Jewish and Protestant mysticism, which have heen passed down 
through Swabian Pietism: God's freedom is confirmed by the fact 
that He is able to produce an equally free alter ego out of Himself. 
In handing over to human beings the freedom to fall short of - and 
to struggle to achieve - selfhood through their own efforts, God with- 
draws from the world. God is present in the history of human 
communication only as an enabling and guiding structure of recon- 
ciliation — and indeed in the form of a promise, the ‘anticipatory’ 
present of a fulfilled future.!*® 

As this shows, a systematic appropriation of the history of meta- 
physics can reveal problematic isstes which are perhaps not yet 
outdated. But can it abolish our distance from the solutions which 
were proposed in the language of metaphysics? Even a reading of the 
‘Logic of the Notion’ in terms of a theory of communication can, at 
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best, make us familiar with the idea that the communicative freedom 
of being-with-oneself-in-the-other presupposes the absolute freedom 
of the radically Other. In the last analysis, it still remains undecided 
how this potential contained in the structure of undistorted com- 
munication is to be understood. Should we see it as an idealizing 
excess, which requires an ability to transcend the given context on 
the part of those involved in communicative action themselves? Or 
should we view it as the irruption of an anticipatory event of com- 
municative liberation, which demands self-abandenment on the part 
of those left to make sense of their own freedom? If we assume that 
God has withdrawn into the transcendent moment of the structure 
of linguistic understanding, and has entrusted the historical process 
to His creatures, whe are condemned to communicative freedom, 
then the very myth of a self-limiting God must eventually succumb 
to their secularizing labours. But if God remains the only guarantee 
within history that the ceaseless, nature-bound cycles of history - 
dominated, as it is, by the past - can be broken, then the notion of 
an absolute which is presupposed in every successful act of mutual 
understanding is left without an adequate philosophical explanation. 
This task cannot be carried out by means of a destruction of the 
history of metaphysics. 


Il 


This is why Theunissen tries to achieve a postmetaphysically oriented 
grounding of the metaphysical content of communicative freedom. 
He unfolds his argument with reference to the text The Sickness unto 
Death. 

(1) First of ail, Theunissen distinguishes his ‘negativistic’ proce- 
dure from a ‘normativistic’ one. In modern times, since the aban- 
donment of the concepts of substance and essence which anchored 
what ought to be in the order of things, the architectonics of reason 
has replaced objective teleology. This means that normative contents 
can only be derived reconstructively from the necessary subjective 
conditions for the objective validity of our experiences and judge- 
ments. They can ne longer be derived ontologically from being itself 
Of course, the shift from the paradigm of consciousness to the 
paradigm of rautual understanding achieved by the pragmatics of 
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language has given yet another new direction to the investigation of 
normatively significant transcendental conditions. Now it is the fact 
of successful intersubjective communication which requires expla- 
nation. In the general and unavoidable pragmatic presuppositions of 
communication, we discover the counter-factual content of idealiza- 
tions which all subjects must accept in so far as they orient their 
action towards validity-claims at all. The non-arbitrary character of 
the broadly normative content of the unavoidable presuppositions of 
communication can be established neither ontologically, nor episte- 
mologically. In other words, it cannot be shown with reference to the 
purposive character of being, or with reference to the rational endow- 
ments of subjectivity. It can only be made plausible through the lack 
of alternatives to a practice in which communicatively socialized 
subjects always already find themselves engaged. | have adopted this 
formal-pragmatic approach in my own work, in order to reveal a 
rational potential in the validity-basis of action oriented towards 
mutual understanding. This rational potential can provide the nor- 
mative basis for a critical theory of society.’ 

Theunissen rejects this ‘normativism’, but not because he detects 
in it the metaphysical trace of essential determinations and objective 
teleology.'” On the contrary, the ‘negativism’ which is supposed to 
guide his own procedure shifts the normative content back into the 
ontical domain, albeit through an inversion of the ‘ought’ inherent 
in being. Whereas the logical operation of negation applies to the 
affirmative validity-claim which a second person raises for his utter- 
ance, ‘ontic negativity’ is an intrinsic property of whatever we eval- 
uate negatively: ‘What we mean by the “negative” here is that with 
which we do not agree, or that which we do not [cannot] will to 
exist. In this [ontological] sense, it ought not to be."* Admittedly, the 
negativity of that which should not be, or the objectively untrue, is 
no longer related, like objective teleology, to entities in the world, or 
the cosmos of beings as a whole. In line with an inverted philosophy 
of history, the constitution of the historical world in which human 
beings live and suffer becomes negative. The negativity of the con 
stitution of being is the experienced negativity of a lifeworld or life 
history. For this reason, the investigation is supposed to begin from 
the ‘negativity of the existing world’ and derive the yardstick of cri- 
tique from this negativity. Theunissen’s justification for this ‘nega- 
tivistic’ procedure is that the pervasive pathology of the prevailing 
state of the world has long since corrupted the criteria for an intno- 


Communicative Freedom and Negative Theology 119 


cent distinction between health and sickness, truth and untruth, idea 
and appearance. Once the sickness of the healthy is revealed, then 
any diagnosis carried out in the light of an unquestioned assumption 
of normality falls prey to the hermeneutics of suspicion. 

(2) Beginning trom Marx and Kierkegaard, there are ways of 
trying to demonstrate negatively that communicative freedom har- 
bours a potential for betterment and reconciliation. One can point 
to the social alienation experienced in societies that have undergone 
capitalist rationalization, and the existential despair of the isolated 
individual in a secularized modernity. To a large extent, Theunissen 
has left the first path for his pupils to follow," he has concentrated 
on working out an argument which Kierkegaard introduces for the 
identity of belief in God and being-a-self.* The reconstruction of this 
line of argument characterizes the phenomenon of despair in the first 
instance as ontic negativity. Despair radicalizes the negativity of an 
inadequate or oppressive state of affairs, which is experienced in 
boredom, care, anxiety and melancholy, into a deficient mode of 
being as such. Despair reveals the failure of a human life as a whole. 
As a form of what should simply not be the case, despair reveals 
something about its unrealized opposite — successfully ‘being-a-self”. 
This is why the range of phenomena associated with despair can serve 
as Kierkegaard's raw material, enabling him to start his analysis 
guided by the notion of a sickness of the self, even before he has 
attained a normative conception of the self. 

After this methodological clarification, Theunissen approaches the 
phenomenon of despair with a transcendental question: ‘How is the 
human being constituted, and how is his self to be conceived, if we 
are to make sense of the despair which he experiences as the reality 
of the self?'?! This question immediately implies a second question: 
how is selfhood possible, given that it has to be presupposed in the 
process of liberation from the ever-present pull of despair? What 
makes selfhood possible as the process of the ‘constant annihilation 
of the possibility of despair’? The answer, according to Kierkegaard, 
is that the heing-a-self of the self can only succeed when, in its self- 
positing, it relates itself to another through whom it was itself 
posited. Human beings can only escape despair when the self is 
grounded ‘transparently in the power which has posited it’. This 
thesis is justified with reference to the existential dialectic of two 
basic forms of despair. In our despondent not-wanting-to-be- 
ourselves, we experience the fact that we cannot get free of ourselves, 
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that we are condemned to freedom and must posit ourselves. But in 
the subsequent stage of desperately wanting-to-be-ourselves, we 
experience the uselessness of our determined efforts to posit our- 
selves through our own power alone. We can only finally escape the 
despair of this defiant self-grounding when we become aware of the 
finitude of our freedom, and thereby of our dependence on an infi- 
nite power: ‘The preconditions of not being in despair are also the 
preconditions of successfully being a self The fact that human beings, 
in positing themselves, must accept the priority of the Other who 
has established them as self-positing, is thus the very definition of 
being a self’? 

(3) Theunissen regards this existential-dialectical demonstration 
of the grounding of being-a-self in faith as ‘an argument which is dif- 
ficult to controvert’. But even on his own account this argument 
requires a supplement which highlights the communicative structure 
of the capacity to be a self Up till now, the explication of the fun- 
damental structure of being-with-oneself-in-the-other has stated no 
more than the following: a human being, with her finite freedom, can 
only be herself when she frees herself from a narcissistically enclosed 
selfhood through recognition of the absolute freedom of God, and 
returns to herself from the infinite distance of a communication 
through faith with the sheerly Other. This explanation remains 
inadequate with regard to that trivial, innerworldly aspect of being- 
with-oneself-in-the-other which nonetheless offers us our primary 
encounter with communicative freedom. Theunissen criticizes the 
peculiar worldlessness of selfhood, which Kierkegaard emphasized in 
his negative treatment of despair. ‘Of course, like Hegel, Kierkegaard 
understands selfhood as being-with-oneself-in-the-other, but on his 
account the other is found exclusively in God, and no longer in the 
world.’® The mere reflexivity of relating oneself to one’s relation-to- 
self must be incorporated into the intersubjectivity of a surrender 
to the other: ‘In love, we experience a spontaneous opening up of 
that primordial dimension of human freedom which faith has also 
revealed itself to be,'* 

Thus Theunissen retums from a reconstructed Kierkegaard to a 
Hegel construed from the standpoint of a theory of communication. 
He grounds the complementary relation of love and communicative 
freedom in the absolute freedom and love of God. For ‘all genuine 
love for other human beings... [is]... love of God’. 
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Iv 


Even if we go along with this extension of the existential-dialectical 
approach towards a theory of communication, a question still 
remains. It is not obvious that the Kierkegaardian argument which 
Theunissen so carefully reconstructs, and which must bear the real 
burden of proof can deliver what it is supposed to deliver. The argu- 
ment is supposed to show that, in order to be fully herself, a human 
being must assume that an empowerment through the absolute 
freedom of God has preceded her own communicative freedom. My 
reservations concern both the negativistic procedure, and the tran: 
fer of transcendental questions into the domain of anthropological 
facts.” 

Naturally, we prefer not to be in despair. But our rejection of the 
negatively valued phenomenon of despair does not provide us with 
any positive distinguishing feature of the mere absence of the phe- 
nomenon - in other words, of not being in despair. This state may be 
a necessary condition of authentic selfhood, but it is not in itself a 
sufficient one. The overcoming of despair can only indicate a success- 
ful achievement of authentic selfhood if, right from the beginning, we 
establish a strong internal link between the phenomenon of despair 
and the mode of wanting-to-be-a-self, Furthermore, this has to be 
done through the use of clinical concepts such as psychic health. But 
then it is the normatively laden hermeneutic pre-understanding 
which discloses despair as a symptom of sickness, An interpretation 
which takes this approach can no longer be characterized as purely 
negativistic. 

Moreover, the transcendental question of the conditions of self- 
hood could only be applied to an existential mood such as despair- 
ingly wanting-to-be-oneself, if the universality and irreplaceability of 
this ‘fundamental state of mind’ could be assumed. The analysis of 
transcendental conditions is only meaningful with regard to activities 
of a general nature, for which there are no functional equivalents. 
The transcendentalization of facts or existential experiences of the 
self has the unfortunate consequence of requiring us to attribute a 
world-constituting status to something which occurs within the 
world, If the transcendental grounding of selfhood as not-being-in- 
despair is to succeed, then a despondent wanting-to-be-oneself must 
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belong to the human condition, and represent something like a 
general anthropological fact. We must also be able to rule out the 
possibility that different phenomena of a non-despondent wanting- 
to-be-oneself might appear as candidates for an analogous grounding 
of selfhood. 

But there is a further issue. The real difficulty arises from the fact 
that what is to be explained, the point of departure for the question 
concerning conditions of possibility, must somehow already he a 
proven result. Transcendental questions are posed with reference to 
substantiated results, which fulfil corresponding conditions of valid- 
ity: true statements, grammatical sentences, binding speech acts, illu- 
minating theories, successful works of art and literature, and so on. 
From Theunissen’s perspective, Kierkegaard, too, is inquiring into the 
conditions of possibility - if not of an achieved result — then of the 
process of successfully hecaming a self How is selfhood possible as 
the process of coming to terms with a despair which arises again and 
again? But in the case of Kant’s question concerning the possibility 
of objective experience, it is a matter of rendering transparent the 
genesis of an accomplishment which is already accepted as valid, 
whose outcome we encounter as a fact in need of explanation, and 
which we can reproduce in as many examples as we like, But 
Kierkegaard starts from a very different kind of fact — from a despon- 
dent wanting-to-be-oneself which leaves open the question of 
success, What Kierkegaard wants to make transparent in its genesis 
has still not been validated. For the normal state is sickness, and only 
this provides the backdrop against which a ‘healthy’ kind of human 
existence can be delineated. The mode of successfully being a self 
can only be employed in a Aypothetical way in the transcendental 
clarification of its conditions of possibility. Under these premisses, 
faith could only be justified in functional terms, as the appropriate 
means of achieving the implied goal of wanting-to-be-oneself, But 
a functional argument is not sufficient to support the thesis which 
Theunissen wants to ground by means of Kierkegaard’s argument, 
namely that: ‘The emergence, out of freedom from oneself, of freedom 
towards oneself occurs at the deepest level of faith, as the commu- 
nicative genesis of selfhood.” A faith which is functionally grounded 
destroys itself 

Theunissen overestimates the scope of the argument which he 
reconstructs from Kierkegaard. Even when he has recourse to the 
horizontal axis of interpersonal relations to supplement vertical com- 
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munication with God, this does not bring the benefit he expects. It 
is true that the standpoint of formal-pragmatic analysis also regards 
those involved in communicative action as called on to achieve a 
tanscendence from within, since, with every successful act of com- 
munication, they must orient themselves towards transcending 
validity-claims. But this modest truth is not enough for Theunissen. 
He would like to interpret successful acts of understanding in terms 
of a transcendence irrupting into history, the promissary presence 
of an absolute power which first makes our finite freedom possible. 
He repeatedly devises new arguments aimed at transforming 
Kierkegaard’s ‘leap of faith’ into a transition which can be rationally 
thought through.*’ For Theunissen is too much of a philosopher to 
accept the statement which Dostoyevsky made (in a letter to Natalya 
Vonwisin dated 20 February 1854): ‘If someone could prove to me 
that Christ is outside the truth, and if the truth really did exclude 
Christ, then I should prefer to stay with Christ and not truth’ 
Theunissen believes he has philosophical reasons capable of justifying 
and strengthening his commitment to a de-Hellenized eschaton. Tam 
unable to accept these reasons, though | do accept that there can be 
rational motives for the conviction that one has such reasons. 


Vv 


One motive for such confidence can be found in the harsh polemic 
which Theunissen directs against the formalism of ethical thinking 
based on the moral ‘ought’. In this he follows Hegel's critique of 
Kant. Freedom in the moral sense of self-determination is manifested 
in the free will; and Kant terms the will ‘free’ when it lets itself be 
bound by moral insights and does what is in the equal interest of all. 
The task of moral theory is to clarify how correct moral judgements 
are possible. Basically, it is we who entrust ourselves with the ratio- 
nal resolution of practical questions. Since the ideas of justice and 
solidarity are inherently woven inte communicative forms of social- 
ization, discourse ethics seeks to clarify this fact in terms of the 
general pragmatic presuppositions of communicative action and 
argumentation. Theunissen renews Hegel's criticism of the impo- 
tence of this weak conception of morality. In reality, moral insights 
must secure the collaboration of concrete life forms, if they are to be 


124 Communicative Freedom and Negative Theology 


practically effective.” For they can only appeal to the capacities of 
human beings who need encouragement, and who realize that, for all 
their dependence on favourable circumstances, they must ultimately 
rely on themselves. 

The situation is different in the case of freedom in the ethical sense 
of self-realization. This is manifested in a conscious conduct of life, 
whose success cannot be attributed to the autonomy of finite beings 
alone. Theunissen seems to assume that ethics should explain the suc- 
cessful achievement of selfhood in the same way that moral theory 
explains how we have always already entrusted ourselves with 
making correct moral judgements. But in this case, ‘ethics’ would 
have to name a source of authority which could guarantee the pos- 
sibility of an unspoiled life for everyone. For only thus could we 
assume the capacizy to be a self as a transcendental fact, comparable 
to the ability to make correct moral judgements. But an unspoiled 
life does not lie within our power in the same way as correct moral 
judgement and action. Hence, when a similar transcendental ques- 
tion concerning conditions of possibility is posed with respect to suc- 
cessfully achieved selfhood, the fact that such selfhood is not entirely 
at our command requires it to be guaranteed by another power. This 
problematic issue makes clear why, even disregarding other consid- 
erations, Theunissen’s argumentative strategy prevents him from 
renouncing the relation to an absolute freedom. But Kant realized 
that the logic of this kind of inquiry allows us to justify God as a 
practical postulate, at best. Qur need to avoid falling into despair, and 
to hold open the prospect of happiness even under the domination 
of time, does not provide sufficient grounds for philosophy to 
announce a dependable outcome. 

These considerations at least make the disputed point clear. Under 
the conditions of postmetaphysical thinking, can we answer the ques- 
tion of the good life - in modern guise, the question of successfully 
achieved selfhood — in a more than simply formal way? For example, 
can we provide a philosophical adumbration of the gospel message? 

I discern a further motive for Theunissen’s positive answer to this 
question in his selective description of communication. For the phi- 
losophy of dialogue simply exchanges the subject-object relation - 
the relation between first and third person which is privileged by the 
philosophy of consciousness — for the relation between first and 
second person. It does not exhaust the full meaning of the system of 
personal pronouns. The epistemic self-relation was initially envisaged 
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as a form of self-observation. This reflection model comes to be 
replaced by a communicatively mediated self-relation which is struc- 
tured in terms of the connection between I and Thou. It is conceived 
as a practical self-relation, as love or as communicatively mediated 
freedom, depending on whether the second or the first person is 
emphasized {in other words, as being-with-oneself-in-the-other, or 
being-with-oneself-in-the-other), But this approach elevates a special 
case, reciprocal ethical self-umderstanding concerning who one is 
and would like to be, to the status of the prototype of processes of 
reaching agreement in general. Indeed, the philosophy of dialogue 
directs attention away from the structure of the process of reaching 
agreement as such, and displaces it onto the existential experience of 
self achieved by the participants, an experience which is brought 
about by successful communication. For the sake of pure intersub- 
jectivity, it overlooks the relation to the objective world built 
into the structure of reaching-agreement-concerning-something. It 
neglects what communication is about, As a result, the dimension of 
the validity of truth-claims is closed off in favour of the dimension 
of authenticity. And even this dimension can only be held open 
against the narcissistic pull of a worldless discourse of self-exploration 
by recourse to a universal which is introduced through the back door, 
as it were, and which is said to make communication possible in the 
first place. 

This is why, as long ago as 1969, Theunissen made a plea for an 
‘absolute objectivity, which reaches beyond intersubjectivity and 
is the subject’s ultimate ground'.™ In a later study, devoted to the 
‘obscure’ relation of universality and intersubjectivity, he repeats the 
thesis that ‘in our self-realization, we have to achieve universality’ 7" 
Theunissen believes he cannot afford to give up the fundamentalistic 
connection to an authority which guarantees objectivity and truth, 
because otherwise ‘intersubjectivity...is only an extension of 
subjectivity’? But such a corrective ceases to be necessary if we free 
the structure of reaching-an-agreement-concerning-something from. 
its restriction to the ‘other’. This is a restriction which typiftes the phi- 
losophy of dialogue. If we integrate the stance towards something in 
the objective world with the performative attitudes of the first- and 
second-person participants, then the complementarity of commu- 
nicative freedom and love affirmed by Theunissen also disintegrates, 
Communicative freedom then takes on the profane, but by no means 
contemptible form of the responsibility of communicatively acting 
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subjects, It consists in the fact that participants can orient themselves 
towards questions of validity. They do this when they raise validity- 
claims, when they take positive or negative stances towards the valid- 
ity-claims of others, and when they accept illocutionary obligations. 

The interplay of finite subjects’ communicative freedom opens an 
horizon which also enables us to experience the domination of the 
past over the future as a mark of the wounded history of both soci- 
eties and persons. Whether we adapt cynically to this reality, submit 
to it with melancholy, or despair over it and over ourselves, is revealed 
by those phenomena in which Theunissen rightly takes such an 
intense interest. But the philosopher will give a different description 
of these phenomena from the theologian, even though it need by no 
means be a discouraging one. Reflections from damaged life are 
equally the concern of both; but once theological and philosophical 
discourses have become disentangled,* such reflections are distin 
guished in terms of their status and their claims, Philosophical dis- 
courses can be recognized by the fact that they stop short of the 
thetoric of fate and promised salvation. 

OF course, if anomalies become the norm, which is something 
Theunissen takes for granted has occurred, then the phenomena 
begin to get blurred. In this case, to discern the relevant phenomena 
at all, it may be appropriate to do philosophy in the mode — but only 
in the mode — of negative theology. 


Translated by Peter Dews 


Notes 


On Heidegger, see M. Theunissen, Negative Theologie der Zeit (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp, 1991), pp. 343ff On Horkheimer, see 
Theunissen, ‘Society and History: A Critique of Critical Theory’, in P. 
Dews, ed., Habermas: A Critical Reader (Blackwell: Oxford, 1999), pp. 
241-71 

Michael Theunissen, The Other: Studies in the Social Oniology of Husserl, 
Heidegger, Sartre and Buber (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press 1984}, p. 383 
{trans. altered by Peter Dews). 

See J. B. Metz, ‘Anamnestic Reason’, in A. Honneth et al., eds, Cudeurat. 
Political Interventions in the Unfinished Project of Enlightenment (Cam- 
bridge, Mass. and London: MIT Press, 1992), pp. 189-94. 

Negative Theologie der Zeit, p. 370 

Tbid., pp. 370ff. 


Communicative Freedom and Negative Theology 127 


Cf Fiirgen Habermas, The Past as Future, tr. Max Pensky (Lincoln: Uni- 

versity of Nebraska Press) 

Negative Theologie der Zeit, p. 6: 

Theunissen, ‘Méglichkeiten des Philosophicrens heute’, in ibid., pp. 

13-36. 

Theunissen, Sein und Schein (Erankfurt am Main: Subrkamp, 1978}, 
28. 

fbi , pp. 4G8fL. 

Ibid., pp. 455ff, 

Ibid., pp. 70ff, 88ff. 

Ibid, p. 463. 

Ibid., pp. 32646 

This explains Tneunissen’s interest in the broader theme of the forget 

fulness of time in metaphysical thought. In this context, Theun is 

concerned to develop an adequate concept of the futuristic presence of 

the ‘time of eternity’. See Theunissen, ‘Zeit des Lebens’, in Negative 

Theologie der Zeit, pp. 299-320, also Tneunissen, ‘Metaphysics’ Forget- 

fulness of Time: On the Controversy over Parmenides Frag. 8,5', in A. 

Honneth et al., eds, Philosophical Interventions in the Unfinished Project 

of Enlightenment (Cambridge, Mass. and London: MIT Press, 1992), pp. 

3-28. 

J. Habermas, ‘Handlungen, Sprechakte, sprachlich vermittelte Interak- 

tion und Lehenswelt’, in Nachmetaphysiches Denken (Frankfurt am 

Main: Suhrkamp, 1988}, pp. 634 

M. Theunissen, ‘Zwangszusammenhang und Kommunikation’, in Kri- 

tische Gesellschaftstheorie (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1981}, pp. 41f% and esp. 

pp. S3ff. 

M. Theunissen, ‘Negativitit bei Adorno’, in L. v, Friedeburg, J. 

Habermas, eds, Adorno-Konferenz 1983 (Frankfurt am Main, 1983), 

pp. 41ff, My bracketed interpolations. 

CE most recently the interesting work by G. Lohmann, Indifferenz und 

Gesellschaft (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1991) 

M. Theunissen, Das Selbst auf dem Grund der Verzweiflung (Frankfurt 

am Main: Subrka: 1991); cf. also the Introduction and Theunissen’s 

contribution to M. Theunissen and W. Greve, eds, Materialien zur 

Philosophie Siren Kierkegaards {Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1979). 

Das Selbst auf dem Grund der Verzweiflung, p. 25. 

Negative Theologie der Zeit, p. 354. In this treatise on Jesus’ conception 

of prayer Theunissen summarizes the reconstruction of Kierkegaard’s 

argument which he has developed elsewhere: pp. 345% 

Ibid., p. 359. 

Tbid., p. 360. 

I thank Lutz, Wingert for his critical comments. 

Negative Theologie der Zeit, p. 360 


Communicative Freedom and Negative Theology 


To this context belong Theunissen’s interesting studies of the way in 
which psychiatric patients experience time: ‘Kénnen wir in der Zeit 
giicklich sein?” and ‘Melancholisches Leiden unter der herrschaft der 
Zeit’, in ibid., pp. 37-88 and 218-84. I read these attempts at a phila- 
sophical appropriation of the observations of psychologists (above all, 
in the school of Binswanger) as steps along the second of the ¢ 
viable paths of philosophieal thought which Thetnissen has outlined 
Negative Theologie der Zeit, pp. 29-32. 
J, Habermas, ‘Was macht eine Lebensform “rational’?’, in Erlduterungen 
zur Diskursethik (Frankfurt am Main, 1991), pp. 31-48. 

ty and History’, p. 258. 
M. Theuni Selbswverwirklichung und Allgemeinheit (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 1982], p. 8 
‘Society and History’, p. 258, Selbswenwirklichung und Allgemeinheit, p. 
27. 
J. Habermas, ‘Transcendence from Within, Transcendence in this World’, 
in this volume, pp. 67-94. 


4) 


Israel or Athens: 
Where does Anamnestic 
Reason Belong? 


Johannes Baptist Metz on Unity 
amidst Multicultural Plurality 


The thought of Johannes Baptist Metz fascinates me — not least 
because I recognize common purposes at work, albeit across a certain 
distance. The fact that similar problems should arise both for the 
theologian and for someone who adopts the philosophical position 
of methadological atheism is less surprising than the parallels 
between the answers. I would like to offer thanks to my theological 
contemporary by seeking to clarify the nature of these parallels. 

Metz once used his own life history to illustrate that simultaneity 
of the non-contemporaneous which confronts us in today's multi- 
cultural, differentiated and decentred world society: 


I come from an arch-Catholic small town in Bavaria, To come from 
such a place is to come from a long way away. It is as though one had 
been born not some fifty (or sixty-five) years ago, but rather some- 
where on the twilit margins of the middle ages. I was forced to learn 
painfully what others, what ‘society’, had apparently discovered long 
ago... .: for example, democracy as an everyday political fact, coping 
with a diffuse public realm, rules for the handling of conflict, even in 
family life, and so on. ‘There was much that seemed strange, and which 
i still find disturbing 


Against this backdrop, Metz has always fought against a merely 
defensive attitude of the Catholic Church to modernity, and 
cated a productive participation in the processes of the bourgeois and 
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post-bourgeois Enlightenment. if the biblical vision of salvation does 
not mean simply liberation from individual guilt, but also implies c 
lective liberation from situations of misery and oppression (and thus 
contains a political as well as a mystical element), then the eschato- 
logical drive to save those who suffer unjustly connects up with those 
impulses towards freedom which have characterized modern Euro- 
pean history. 

But, of course, a blindness towards the dialectical character of 
enlightenment is just as fateful as an insensitivity towards the eman- 
cipatory potential of this history. The Enlightenment remained igno. 
rant of the barbaric reverse side of its own mirror for too long. Its 
universal claims made it easy to overlook the particularistic kernel of 
its European origin. This immobilized, rigidified rationalism has been 
transformed into the stifling power of a capitalistic world civilization, 
which assimilates alien cultures and abandons its own traditions to 
oblivion. Christianity, which thought it could use this civilization as 
an ‘innocent catalyst for the worldwide transmission of its message 
of hope’, the Church which believed it could send out its missi 
aries in the wake of the European colonizers, participated unwittingly 
in this dialectic of disenchantment and loss of memory. This explains 
the diagnosis which Metz puts forward as a theologian, and the prac- 
tical demand with which he confronts his Church. 

The diagnosis runs as follows: A philosophical conception of 
reason derived from Greece has so alienated a Hellenized Christian- 
ity from its own origins in the spirit of Israel that theology has 
become insensitive to the outcry of suffering and the demand for uni- 
versal justice (1 and 2). The demand can be formulated thus: A euro 
centric Church, which sprang up on the ground of Hellenism, must 
transcend its monocultural self-conception and, remembering its 
Jewish origins, unfold into a culturally polycentric global Church. 

(1) Israel versus Athens. Metz is tireless in defending the heritage 
of Israel in Christianity. ‘Jesus was not a Christian, but a Jew’ — with 
this provocative statement Metz not only opposes Christian anti- 
Semitism, he not only confronts the ecclesia triumphans with its 
deeply problematic posture as victor in the face of a blinded and 
humiliated synagogue;? above all, he rebels against the apathy of a 
theology which was seemingly untouched by Auschwitz? This 
critique has an existential-practical thrust. But it also implies that, in 
pushing aside its Jewish origins, a Hellenized Christianity has cut 
itself off from the sources of anamnestic reason. It has itself become 
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one expression of an idealistic form of reason, unburdened by fate 
and incapable of recollection and historical remembrance. Those who 
regard Christianity from an ‘Augustinian’ perspective as a synthesis 
of intellect and belief one in which the intellect comes from Athen 
and the belief from Israel, ‘halve’ the spirit of Christianity.’ In oppo- 
sition to this division of labour between philosophical reason and rei 
gious belief, Metz insists on the rational content of the tradition of 
Israel; he regards the force of historical remembrance as an element 
of reason: “This anamnestic reason resists the forgetting, and also the 
forgetting of forgetting, which lies concealed in every pure histori- 
cization of the past.’? From this standpoint the philosophy whose 
roots lie in Greece appears as the guardian of ratio, of the powers of 
understanding which only become reason through their fusion with 
the memoria which dates back to Moses and his prophetic revelation. 
This is why a theology which returns frorn its Hellenistic alienation 
to retrieve its own origins can claim the last word against philoso- 
phy: returns to the indissoluble connection between ratie and 
memoria {in late modern terms: the grounding of communicative 
reason in anamnestic reason)’ 

When one considers this claim from a philosophical standpoint, it 
is not just the grounding rofe of anamnestic reason which appears 
contestable. The picture of the philosophical tradition is flattened out 
too, For this tradition cannot be subsumed under the category of Pla- 
tonism. In the course of its history it has absorbed essential elements 
of the Judaeo-Christian heritage, it has been shaken to its very roots 
by the legacy of Israel. Admittedly, from Augustine via Thornas to 
Hege!, philosophical idealism has produced syntheses which trans- 
form the God whom Job encountered into a philosophical concept 
of God. But the history of philosophy is not just the history of Pla: 
tonism, but also of the protests against it. These protests have been 
raised under the sign cf nominalism and empiricism, of individual- 
ism and existentialism, of negativism or historical materialism. They 
can be understood as so many attempts to bring the semantic pot 
tial of the notion of a history of salvation back into the universe of 
grounding speech. In this way practical intuitions which are funda- 
mentally alien to ontological thought and its epistemological and lin- 
guistic transformations have penetrated into philosophy. 

Metz brings these non-Greek motifs together in the single focus of 
remembrance. He understands the force of recollection in Freud's 
sense as the analytical force of making conscious, but above all in 
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Benjamin’s sense as the mystical force of a retroactive reconciliation. 
Remembrance preserves from decay things we regard as indispens- 
able, and yet which are now in extreme danger. This religious 
conception of ‘salvation’ certainly transcends the horizon of what 
philosophy can make plausible under the conditions of postmeta- 
physical thinking. But the concept of a saving remembrance paves 
the way for the disclosure of a domain of religious motives and ex- 
periences which long stood clamouring at the gates of philosophical 
idealism, before they were finally taken seriously, and disrupted from 
within a reason oriented towards the cosmos. But disruption was not 
the end of the story. The Greek logos has transformed itself on its 
path from the intellectual contemplation of the cosmos, via the self- 
reflection of the knowing subject, to a linguistically embodied reason. 
It is no longer fixated on our cognitive dealings with the world — on 
being as being, on the knowing of knowing, or the meaning of propo- 
sitions which. can be true or false. Rather the idea of a covenant which 
promises justice to the people of God, and to everyone who belongs 
to this people, a justice which extends through and beyond a history 
of suffering, has been taken up in the idea of a community tied by a 
special bond. The thought of such a community, which would 
entwine freedom and solidarity within the horizon of an undamaged 
intersubjectivity, has unfolded its explosive force even within phi- 
losophy. Argumentative reason has become receptive to the practi- 
cal experiences of threatened identity suffered by those who exist 
historically. 

Without this subversion of Greek metaphysics by notions of 
authentically Jewish and Christian origin, we could not have devel- 
oped that network of specifically modern notions which come 
together in the thought of a reason which is both communicative 
and historically situated. [ am referring to the concept of subjective 
freedom and the demand for equal respect for all — and specifically 
for the stranger in her distinctiveness and otherness. ] am referring 
to the concept of autonomy, of a self-binding of the will based on 
moral insight, which depends on relations of mutual recognition. I 
am referring to the concept of socialized subjects, who are individu- 
ated by their life histories, and are simultaneously irreplaceable indi- 
viduals and members of a community; such subjects can only lead a 
life which is genuinely their own through sharing in a common life 
with others. I am referring to the concept of liberation — both as an 
emancipation from degrading conditions and as the utopian project 
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of a harmonious form of fife. Finally, the irruption of historical 
thought into philosophy has fostered insight into the limited span of 
human life. It has made us more aware of the narrative structure 
of the histories in which we are caught up, and the fateful character 
of the events which confront us. This awareness includes a sense of 
the fallibility of the human mind, and of the contingent conditions 
under which even our unconditional claims are raised. 

The tension between the spirit of Athens and the legacy of Israel 
has been worked through with no less an impact in philosophy than 
in theology. Philosophical thought is not exhausted by the synthetic 
labours of idealism, an idealism which the ecclesiastically structured, 
pagan Christianity of the West theologized. And this means that the 
critique of Hellenized Christianity does not automatically apply to 
argumentative reason, to the impersonal reason of the philosophers 
as such. Anamnesis and story-telling can also provide reasons, and so 
drive philosophical discourse forward, even though they cannot be 
decisive for it. Although profane reason must remain sceptical about 
the mystical causality of a recollection inspired by the history of sal- 
vation, although it cannot simply accept a general promise of resti- 
tution, philosophers need not leave what Metz calls ‘anamnestic 
reason’ entirely to the theologians. This I would like to show with 
reference to two themes which are of particular concern to Metz, 
one from, the perspective of theology, and the other from that of 
Church politics. 

(2) The Problem of Theodicy. The question of the salvation of those 
who have suffered unjustly is perhaps the most powerful moving 
force behind our continuing talk of God. Metz is decisively apposed 
to any Platonized softening of this question, which confronts Chris- 
tians after Auschwitz more radically than ever.’ In this case too, it 
was the conceptual tools of the Greek tradition which made it pos- 
sible to separate the God of salvation from the Creator God of the 
Old Testament, freeing Him of responsibility for the barbarity of 
a sinful humankind. God Himself was not to be drawn into His 
creation, shot through, as it is, with suffering. Against this idealistic 
dilution of suffering, Metz invokes a ‘culture of loss’, a culture of 
remembrance which could keep open, without false consolation, the 
existential restlessness of a passionate questioning of God. An escha- 
tologically driven anticipation, a sensitivity towards a suspended 
future, one which nevertheless already reaches into the present, 
would thereby be encouraged." The biblical anticipation of the future 
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must not, in line with Nietzsche’s doctrine of the Eternal Return, be 
absorbed into a Greek understanding of eternity.” 

But even this protest, which reaches inward towards the innermost 
domaias of religious experience, finds a parallel in those countei 
traditions of philosophical thought which have insisted on the posi- 
tivity and cbstinacy of the negative, as apposed to the Neo-Platonic 
conception of descending gradations of the good and the true. In a 
similar way to theologies which culminate in eschatology, this tradi- 
tion, which stretches from Jakob Béhme and Franz Baader, via 
Schelling and Hegel, to Bloch and Adorno, transforms the experience 
of the negativity of the present into the driving force of dialectical 
reflection. Such reflection is intended to break the power of the past 
over what is to came. Since philosophy does not begin, from the 
premise of an almighty and just deity, it cannot make use of the ques- 
tion of theodicy in its plea for a culture of loss — for a sense of what 
has failed and been withheld. But in any case, philosophy today is 
less concerned with the idealistic transfiguration of a reality in need 
of salvation than with indifference towards a world flattened out by 
empiricism, and rendered normatively mute. 

The fronts have been reversed. The historicism of paradigms and 
world-pictures, now rife, is a second-level empiricism which under- 
mines the serious task confronting a subject who takes up a positive 
or negative stance towards validity-claims. Such claims are always 
raised here and now, in a local context — but they also transcend all 
merely provincial yardsticks. When one paradigm or world picture is 
worth as much as the next, when different discourses encode every- 
thing that can be true or false, good or evil, in different ways, then 
this closes down the normative dimension which enables us to iden- 
tify the traits of an unhappy and distorted life. We can no longer rec- 
ognize a life unworthy of human beings, and experience the loss this 
involves. Philosophy, too, pits the force of anammesis against a his- 
toricist forgetting of forgetting. But now it is argumentative reason 
itself which reveals, in the deeper layers of its own pragmatic pre- 
suppositions, the conditions for laying claim to an unconditional 
meaning. It thereby holds open the dimension of validity-claims 
which transcend social space and historical time. In this way it makes 
a breach in the normality of mundane events, which are devoid of 
any promissory note. Without this, normality would close itself her- 
metically against any experience of a solidarity and justice which is 
lacking. However, such a philosophy, which takes up the thought of 
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community in the notion of a communicative, historically situated 
reason, cannot offer assurances, It stands under the sign of a tran- 
scendence from within, and has to content itself with the reasoned 
resolve of a sceptical but non-defeatist ‘resistance to the idols and 
demons of a world which holds humanity in contempt’. 

The relation between philosophy and theology shifts yet again in 
connection with the other theme, which crucially concerns Metz in 
the domain of Church politics and Church history. Here philosophy 
does not simply strive to appropriate semantic potentials which have 
been preserved in the religious tradition, as is the case with the ques- 
tion of theodicy. Jt cam even assist a theology which aims to clarify 
the status of Christianity and the Church in the light of a pluralism 
of cultures and understandings of the world.!° 

(3) The Polycentric World Church. Since the second Vatican 
Couneil, the Church has been confronted with the double task of 
opening itself up from within to the multiplicity of cultures in which 
Catholic Christianity has established itself, and of seeking a bold dia 
logue with non-Christian religions, rather than lingering in defensive 
apologetics, The same problem occurs in both domains: how can the 
Christian Church retain its identity despite its cultural multivocity; 
and how can Christien doctrine maintain the authenticity of its 
search for truth in its discursive engagement with competing images 
of the world? A Church which reflects on the limitations of its euro- 
centric history, seeking to attune Christian doctrine to the hermeneu- 
tic departure points of non-Western cultures, cannot start from the 
‘idea of an ahistorical, culturally unbiased and ethnically innocent 
Christianity’. Rather, it must remain aware both of its theological 
origins and of its institutional entanglement with the history of 
European colonialism. And a Christianity which takes up a reflexive 
attitude to its own truth claims in the course of dialogue with other 
teligions cannot rest content with an ‘inconsequential or patronizing 
pluralism’. Rather, it must hold fast to the universal validity of its 
promise of salvation, whiist avoiding all assimilationist tendencies and 
entirely renouncing the use of force.'! 

From this perspective, the polycentric Church even seems to offer 
a mode] for dealing with the political problem of multiculturalism. 
In its internal relations it appears to provide the pattern for a demo- 
cratic constitutional state, which allows the different life-forms of 
a multicultural society the right to flourish. And in its external 
relations such a Church could be a model for a community of nations 
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which regulates its relations on the basis of mutual recognition. But, 
on closer inspection, it becomes clear that things are in fact the other 
way round. The idea of the polycentric Church depends in tum on 
insights of the European Enlightenment and its political philosophy. 

Metz himself affirms the legacy of a rational conception of law 
which has been hermeneutically sensitized to its eurocentric limita- 
tions: Europe is 


the cultural and political home of a universalism whose kernel is 
strictly anti-eurocentric... Admittedly, the universalism of the 
Enlightenment, which sought freedom and justice, was at first only 
semantically universal, and in its concrete application it has remained 
particularistic right up to the present day. But this universalism has 
also founded 2 new political and hermeneutic culture, one which aims 
at the recognition of the dignity of all human beings as free subjects. 
The recognition of cultural otherness must not abandon this univer- 
salism of human rights, which has been developed in the European 
tradition, It is this universalism which ensures that cultural pluralism 
does not simply collapse into a vague relativism, and that a supposed 
culture of sensitivity remains sensitive to issues of treth.’? 


However, Christianity cannot expect its ethically saturated con- 
ceptions of the history of salvation or of the created order to receive 
universal recognition in the same sense as a procedurally formulated 
theory of law and morality, which claims to ground human rights end 
the principles of the constitutional state with the help of a concept 
of procedural justice."? This is why even Metz understands the uni- 
versality of the offer of salvation as an ‘invitation’ to all, which has 
to be practically tested, and not in terms of the claim to rational 
acceptability which bas cheracterized the emergence of rational 
law, for example. Even the polycentric world Church remains one of 
several communities of interpretation, each of which articulates its 
own conception of salvation, its vision of an unspoiled life. These 
struggle with one another over the most convincing interpretations 
of justice, solidarity, and salvation from misery and humiliation. The 
Church must internalize this outsider perspective, make its own this 
gaze which is directed upon it. To achieve this it makes use of ideas 
which were developed by the European Enlightenment, ideas which 
today, must be put into effect in democratically constituted multi- 
cultural societies, as well as in relations of recognition between the 
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nations and cultures of this earth which are based on respect for 
human rights. 

In multicultural societies basic rights and the principles of the 
constitutional state form the points of crystallization for a political 
culture which unites all citizens. This in tur is the basis for the coex- 
istence of different groups and subcultures, each with its own origin 
and identity. The uncoupling of these to levels of integration is needed 
to prevent the majority culture from exercising a power of definition 
over the whole political culture. Indeed, the majority culture must 
subordinate itself to the political culture, and enter into a non-coer 
cive exchange with the minority cultures. A similar situation obtains 
within the polycentric world Church, A shared Christian self-under- 

nding must emerge within it, one which no longer co’ 

he historically determining traditions of the West, but merely pro- 
vides the beckdrop which enables the Western tradition to become 
aware of its eurocentric limitations and peculiarities. 

Another kind of hermeneutic self-reflection is required of Catholic 
Christianity as a whole in its relation to other religions. Here the 
analogy with a Western world which is coming to accept decentred 
and unprejudiced forms of exchange with non-Western cultures 
breaks down. For in this case we presuppose a common basis of 
human rights, which are presumed to enjoy a general and rationally 
motivated recognition. By contrast, in the case of the dialogical 
contest between religious and metaphysical world views, a common 
conception of the good which could play the same role as this shared 
legal and moral basis is lacking. This means that this contest has to 
be played out with a reflexive awareness that all concerned move in 
the same universe of discourse, and respect each other as collabora- 
tive participants in the search for ethical-existential truth. To make 
this possible a culture of recognition is required which takes its prin- 
ciples from the secularized world of moral and rational-legal univer- 
salism. In this domain, therefore, it is the philosophical spirit of 
political enlightenment which lends theology the concepts with 
which to make sense of moves towards a polycentric world Church, 
I say this without any intention of scoring points. For the politi- 
cal philosophy which performs this role is just as deeply marked 
by the thought of a community bound by covenant as it is by the 
idea of the polis. To this extent, it appeals to a biblical heritage. And 
it is this heritage to which Metz also appeals, when he reminds the 
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contemporary Church that, in the name of its mission, it must ‘seek 
freedom and justice for all’, and be guided by ‘a culture of the recog- 


nition of the other in his otherness’.'* 


Translated by Peter Deurs 
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Tracing the Other of 
History in History 


Gershom Scholem’s Sabbatai Sevi 


Sixteen years after the publication of the English original, a German 
translation of Gershom Scholem's The Main Currents of Jewish Mys- 
ticism appeared in 1957. Those who regarded this book, when it came 
out in Germany, as the masterwork of a great scholar of the 
Kabbalah were soon obliged to revise their views. For in the same 
yeer Scholem published a large-scale biography of Sabbatai Sevi, who 
converted to Islam in 1666, the kairos of the heretical movement 
which he had launched. The work did not appear in English until 
1973, in an expanded version authorized by Scholem. And almost 
two more decades were to elapse before the Jiidische Verlag pub- 
lished the long-planned German edition of this version. The book is 
1093 pages in length; but this number would not satisfy Scholem’s 
taste for kabbalistic number games, Once, while | was visiting him in 
Jerusalem, he presented me with an English copy of Sabbatai Sevi, 
and opened the last page with a meaningful look: it bore the round 
figure 1000. Perheps he was thinking of the utopian features of those 
millenarian movements which - at the end of our millennium — are 
regarded with a good deal of scepticism. Of course, Scholem knew 
that page numbers are accidental. And yet, with his mischievous 
gesture, he wanted to leave open the question of whether this was 
merely chance. 

The intentional ambiguity of this gesture is typical of the scholar’s 
work as a whole. As a historian, he musters in his arsenal all the tech- 
niques of critical literary scholarship in order to search for a truth 
which is distorted, rather than disclosed, by the historical tradition, 
This applies not only to the truth about the Sabbatianic movement. 
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In general, Scholem regarded philological studies of the history of the 
Kabbalah as an ironic line of business 


Does something of the inner law of what is fundamentally at issue 
remain visible to the philologist, or does what is essential disappear in 
‘this projection of the historical? The uncertainty of the answer to this 
question belongs to the nature of philosophical questioning as such 
and so the hope which sustains this work is tinged with a certain iony.! 


What hope is in question here? The reports of the mystics must 
have filled Scholem with the kind of expectation which, in earlier 
generations, was aroused by the words of the prophets. nolem 
believed in the gift of mystical illumination. Admittedly, as he once 
told me, he had encountered such a capacity for inspiration only 
once in his life — in the person of his friend Walter Benjamin. In a 
dedication dating from 1941, Scholem characterized the genius of 
his friend by evoking ‘the depth of the metaphysician, the penetra 
tion of the critic, and the knowledge of the scholar’ - mystical gifts 
he did not mention. But his lifelong fixation with his friend, the pas- 
sionate determination. with which, right till the very end, he hunted 
down the scattered traces of the manuscript of the ‘Arcades Project’, 
a manuscript which was thought to be lost, suggest that Scholem saw 
Benjamin as a spirit haunted by illuminations. 

But whatever is disclosed to the sight of the inward eye, the mys- 
tical vision, evades the word, the medium of tradition. The nature of 
mystical truth is paradoxical: ‘It can be known, but not handed down, 
and the remains of it which can be handed down no longer contain 
it.? Scholem searches history for the other of history. The unezse 
which this paradox arouses is at the same time the driving torce 
behind his work as a historian. 

This unease also explains his interest in those heretical movements 
which seek through a praxis of intentional law-breaking to overcome 
evil once and for all and to accelerate the advent of the messianic 
age. Benjamin discovered antinomianism in an entirely different 
sphere — in contemporary surrealism, which aimed to release ambiva- 
lent feelings and renew primeval shocks through a calculated attack 
on ossified forms of perception. In these aesthetic experiments 
Scholem could see no more than a feeble imitation of those antino- 
mian actions which had produced an incomparably greater force of 
renewal. Scholem, the bourgeois scholar, certainly did not identify 
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with religious extremism. He reveals unsparingly the pathological 
traits and charlatanry of the ambivalent figure of Sabbatai Sevi. But 
he also emphasizes the innovative power of heretical movements. 
In terms of historically accessible documentation, they offer the mo: 
significant proof of the reality of a knowledge which, in its non- 
verbalizable core, eludes the historical tradition. 

Sabbatianism is of course only the penultimate link in the chain 
of the Kabbalah’s history, which Scholem has brought to fight from 
obscure sources and corrupted manuscripts. 

(1) He deals first of all with the doctrines of Isaak Luria, who 
founded a widely influential school in the middle of the sixteenth 
century, in Safed in Palestine. Lurian mysticism breaks in one primary 
respect with the dominant conceptions of the kabbalistic doctrine of 
the high Middle Ages, the Zohar. The neo-Platonic concepts of the 
Zohar could only define the evil and the untrue, and in general 
negative phenomena such as the harmful, the diseased and the 
hostile, in privative terms — as the obscuring or weakening of the 
Ideas, as matter sullying ideal being, so to speak. The negative lacked 
the spur of wilfulness, the character of the resistant, even the pro- 
ductive, For this reason, the problem of theodicy was defused ri 
from the beginning. The question of how evil is possible at all in a 
world created by God can only be given a coherent formulation when 
we take the negative seriously in its distinctive positivity, and lead it 
back te its origin in the divine life-process itself. 

This is what Luria’s original idea of the tsim-tsum achieves. God, 
who in the beginning was everything, withdraws into Himself, 
implodes as it were, in order to make room for His creatures. Luria's 
image of the contraction or withdrawal into oneself is intended to 
explain the void out of which God then created heaven and earth. 
Through this initial contraction there a (as Jakob Béhme will put 
it, in a curious convergence with Lurianic mysticism) a nature in 
God, a knot of wilfulness and egoity The polar tension between this 
dark ground in God and His radiating love already determines the 
ideal process of creation, which occurs in God's body and thought. 
This culminates in the figure of the first Adam, Adam Kadmon. Or, 
more precisely, it would have so culminated, had a catastrophe not 
intervened. The vessels, which can no longer contain the sparks of 
divine light, break apart, As a result of this disruptive event, the rest 
of the process of creation acquires a new meaning: the lights which 
have been poured away and dispersed must be raised up again to 
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their legitimate place of origin. The resurrection or restitution of the 
original order - the tikkun — would finally have reached its goal with 
the creation of the second, the earthly Adam, if the catastrophe had 
not repeated itself through the Fall. This time the process of creation 
slips out of the hands of God, so to speak. Now, for the first time, 
the creation emerges from the inner depths of God and continues in 
the external history of the world. 

(2) The second link in the historical chain of reception of the Kab- 
balah is the echo which Lurianic mysticism finds amongst the Jewish 
people — in the century of the great emigrations after the Reconquista 
and the expulsion of the Jews from Spain. This event was shattering 
for the whele of Jewry. ft lends a new relevance to the primordial 
biblical experience of exile. In the light of Lurianic mysticism the 
meaning of this exile for the history of salvation acquires a new inter- 
pretation. For it is seen as a repetition of the exile into which God 
had entered within Himself prior to all creation. Luria himself 
presents the original contraction as a banishment which God must 
impose on Himself in order to set the process of creation in motion. 
But now this fraught drama of the becoming of God is transformed 
into a model of earthly history which promises salvation. For, since 
the Fall, part of the responsibility for the success of the resurrection 
of the fallen world has passed over to human beings themselves: ‘The 
historical process and its innermost soul, the religious act of the Jew, 
prepare the way for the final restitution of all the scattered and exiled 
lights and sparks... Every act of man is related to this final task 
which God has set for His creatures... The redemption of Israel 
concludes the redemption H thing: 

For Luria the appearance of the Messiah simply set the seal on the 
completion of a process of restoration sustained by the believers 
themselves. In the Jewish commumities, which had been marked by 
the experience of exile and were threatened by further pogroms, the 
emphasis shifted. Rather than the power of prayer, it is the expecta- 
tion of the Messiah which now moves into the foreground. An inter- 
est in the role and person of the Messiah which is alien to classic 
Lurianism, develops 

(3) This is why the decisive link in the chain is provided by the 
doctrine of Nathan of Gaza. Even hefore his important meeting with 
Sabbatai Sevi, Nathan had visions which led him to interpret the role 
of the Messiah in a new way. The soul of the Messiah, which had 
already plunged into the abyss with the ‘breaking of the vessels’ is 


Tracing the Other of History in History 143 


held captive by the forces of evil. It is the holy serpent, who is encir- 
cled by the serpents of evil. The existence of the Messiah thus 
becomes profoundly ambivalent. In the last act of the world- 
historical drama of salvation the dialectic of intensifying darkness 
which had already occurred twice, in the breaking of the vessels, and 
in Adam's Fall, repeats itself for the third time. For the Messiah who 
has plunged into the abyss can finally subdue the ultimate and most 
obstinate forces of evil only with their own means, Nathan describes 
this struggle in the form of a commentary on the apocalypse: the 
Messiah will do astonishing and terrible things, and he will give 
himself up to martyrdom, in order to full the will of his Creator. 
In 1841 Scholem wrote in Major Trends: 


It is not my purpose here to present the swift rise and the sudden 
collapse of the Sabbatian movement in 1665 and 1666, from Sabbatai 
Sevi's proclamation of his Messianic mission to his renunciation of 
Judaism and adoption of Islam when he was led before the Turkish 
Sultan. I am not primarily concerned with the biography of the 
Messiah and his prop! Nathan of Gaza, nor with the dei of 
the tremendous religious mass movement which spread like wild-fire 
through the entire Diaspora - already prepared, as it were, for such an 
event by the new Kabbalism. Suffice it to say that very large numbers 
of people were swept on a tide of emotion and underwent the most 
extravagant forms of penance... But hand in hand with penivence 
there also went boundless joy and enthusiasm, for at last there seemed 
to be visible proof that the sufferings of 1600 years had not been in 
vain. Before redemption had actually come it was felt by many to have 
‘become a reality. An emotional upheava! of immense force took place 
among the mass of the people.’ 


It is precisely this programme which Scholem then carries through 
with an immense effort of historical and philological erudition. The 
fact that, out of eight chapters in the book, he devotes less than one 
to Nathan of Gaza should not be allowed to deceive us as to who 
played the chief role. Nathan is the director of the play in which 
Sabbatai Sevi is a marionette. 

Sabbatai requests a meeting with Nathan in the spring of 1665, in 
the first instance to seek peace for his soul. He comes to him as a 
patient to a psychiatrist. But it is Nathan who convinces him in the 
course of weeks of conversation that he is called to be the Messiah. 
And it is only the uncontested authority of the leamed Nathan of 
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Gaza which can convince even the oldest friends and followers of 
Sabbatai Sevi of his identity as the Messiah: 


Nathan's character was very dif 
shall look in vain for any of the prophet's outstanding qualities in the 
Messiah: tireless activity, unwavering perseverance without manic- 
depressive ups and downs, originality of theological thought and con- 
siderable Literary ability. Sabbatai’s fumbling attempts in theology 
are pale shadows compared to the systematic audacity which made 
Nathan the first great theologian of heretical kabbalism. With all the 
charm, dignity and attractiveness of the 'man of sorrows . . . smitten of 
God and afflicted’, Sabbatai Jacked strength of character ... Even in 
his moments of manic exaltation he did not really ‘act’, and the flurry 
of provocative gestures spent itself without producing permanent 
effects. At the height of the movement he remained passive, and his 

ity exhausted itself in increasingly bizarre and ‘strange’ acts. The 
two men complemented each other in a remarkable fashion, and 
without that combination the Sabbatian movement would never have 
developed. Sabbatai was a poor leader. Devoid of will power and 
without a programme of action, he was a victim of his illness and his 
illusion.> 


{4) But if this is Scholem’s view of the relation between these two 
principal figures, why was all his ambition invested in a biography of 
Sabbatai Sevi? Why did he commit himself, with a positivistic fervour 
worthy of the most prominent scholars of the German Historical 
School, to the detective work of unearthing the most trivial details 
of the life of this shady Messiah? And why did he then spend more 
than 1000 pages presenting them to us in the form of a brilliant 
historical novel drawing on original sources? In order to answer thi 
question we must turn our attention to the last link in the chain — 
the reversal of heretical messianism into what Scholem terms ‘reli- 
gious nihilism’. 

Schoiem investigates this phenomenon using the example of the 
populist figure Jakob Frank, who appeared in Galicia as the reincar- 
nation of Sabbatai Sevi, and in 1759 converted to Catholicism. Jakob 
Frank, too, pursued the path into the abyss as the subversive path to 
salvation: ‘Abandon all laws and prescriptions, all virtues, modesty and 
chastity. Abandon holiness itself, Climb down into yourself as into a 
grave.” Now it is not merely the bizarre actions of the Messiah which 
the antinomian doctrine of the holiness of sin explains, Rather, this 
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doctrine is set up as the law of the law-violating praxis of the com- 
munity as a whole. 

What fascinates Scholem about this is the dialectical reversal of 
Messianism into enlightenment; for the utopian energies released by 
heretical messianism are directed by the French Revolution towards 
political goals in the here and now. The Frankist Moses Dobrushka 
follows this path in an exemplary way. He became a Catholic and, 
under the name of Thomas von Schénfeld, he became a spokesman 
for the Enlightenment policies of the Emperor Joseph, founded an 
order of Free Masons, and after the outbreak of the French Revolu- 
tion, became a Jacobin in Strasbourg: ‘In April 1794, aged forty, he 
mounted the scaffold with Danton ~ under the name Junius Frey.” 
This reversal of religion into enlightenment illuminates the interest- 
ing connection between the history of the influence of the Kabbalah 
and Scholem’s self-understanding as a scholar of the Kabbalah. 
Scholem is a historian who cannot step back behind the threshold of 
the historical Enlightenment, and yet wants no accommodation with 
the historicist ‘smokescreen, which — in the form of the history of 
mystical traditions — conceals the space of the very thing itself’. For 
Scholem enlightenment is our fate, but this does not mean it should 
have the last word. He always regarded Marx and Freud as the real 
heretics; he is convinced that even the religious impulses of the last 
Sabbatians have nat dissolved entirely into a political utopia. At the 
same time, we are all sons and daughters of the French Revolution. 
Scholem considered the reversal of religion into enlightenment 
as inevitable as it was unsatisfactory. And his own historical and 
philological research into the Kabbalah remained caught in this 
dichotomy. 

Scholem had no other recourse than to incorporate the antino- 
mian motive into his own practice; he buried himself in positivism, 
in order to penetrate through the smokescreen of historical facts 
from within. By turning outwards, in a resolutely scientistic manner, 
towards the critical disclosure of the historical material, he sought to 
get nearer to a truth which transcends all history, since it is only 
revealed to the inner eye. I regard his obsessively detailed work on 
the biography of Sabbatai Sevi, a book which by all the standards of 
academic art is truly amazing, as being also a spiritual exercise — an 
exercise by means of which Schelem sought at Jeast to circle ever 
closer to the visions of Nathan of Gaza. Only once, in his ‘Ten unhis- 
torical statements concerning the Kabbalah’, did Scholem lift the 
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visor of the scientific scholar, and reveal himself as a negative 
theologian. The third section deals with the mediated nature of the 
knowledge passed down to us through tradition and interpretation, 
knowledge which is repeatedly thwarted by the objectlessness of the 
highest knowing, since such knowing belongs to the domain of 
mystical inspiration. Scholem’s train of reflection ends with a state- 
ment which could almost be regarded as comforting: ‘“Who” is the 
last word of all theory, and it is quite astonishing that theory can go 
so far as to escape from the “What” to which its beginnings remain 
bound.”* 


‘Translated by Peter Dews 
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A Conversation About 
God and the World 


Interview with Eduardo Mendieta 


Mendieta The slogan of the day is globalization, even if there is no 
consensus on what exactly it means. Some view it as a radically new 
political, economic, technological, social, and ecological order. Others 
contest the qualitative difference between globalization and other 
epochal markers like modernity, postmodernity, even postcoloniality. 
The latter see globalization as modernity raised to the second power, 
or modernity become self-reflexive. Curiously, however, the question 
of religion remains present but mute. To what extent do you see 
religion as being a precursor, a catalyst, even perhaps a “condition of 
possibility” of both modernity and globalization? 


Habermas The themes of the Judaeo-Christian heritage help to 
explain the cultural, but not the social, modernization of the 
West. Through the reception of Greek philosophy (if one thinks 
of Toledo, for example), these impulses are also united with the 
impetus of Islam. We should also remember that for all three 
monotheistic religions it was above all the heretical movements 
and schisms that preserved a sensitivity for the more radical forms 
of revelation. From the sociological point of view, the modem forms 
of consciousness encompassing abstract right, modern science, 
and autonomous art (with the secularization and independence of 
the panel painting at its center) could never have developed 
apart from the organizational forms of Hellenized Christianity and 
the Roman Catholic Church, without the universities, monasteries, 
and cathedrals. This is especially true for the emergence of mental 
structures. 
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Unlike the range of early mythic narratives, the idea of God — that 
is, the idea of the unified, invisible God the Creator and Redeemer 

ignified a breakthrough to an entirely new perspective. With th 
idea, finite spirit acquired a standpoint that utterly transcends the 
this-worldly. But only with the transition to modernity does the 
knowing and morally judging subject appropriate the divine stand- 
point, insofar as it assumes two highly significant forms of idealiza- 
tion. On the one side, the subject objectifies external nature as the 
totality of states of affairs and events that are connected in a law-like 
manner. On the other, the subject expands the familiar social world 
into an unbounded community of all responsibly acting persons. In 
this way, the door is opened for reason to penetrate the opaque world 
in both dimensions — in the form of the cognitive rationalization of 
an objectified nature, and the social-cognitive rationalization of the 
totality of morally regulated interpersonal relationships. 

My impression is that Buddhism is the only other world religion 
that achieved a comparable level of abstraction, and that, structurally 
regarded, carried out a similar conceptualization of the divine stand- 
point. Unlike the monotheistic world-views, Eastern religions are 
based not on the acting person but on the impersonal consciousness 
of an entirely indeterminate Something. They propel the dynamic of 
abstraction in the opposite direction: not via the heightening of per- 
sonal achievements toward the “omnipotent,” “omniscient,” and “all- 
loving” God, but rather via the continuous negation of all possible 
properties of an object of perception and judgment. In this way, 
Buddhism draws near to the vanishing point of a pure or radical 
“Nothing” — to that which remains once we have abstracted from 
everything that makes any possible Something into a particular 
entity; to a not-Something, which Malewitch’s black squares attempt 
to express. The same cognitive operation which led the Greeks to the 
“Being of beings" in a theoretical intention, leads here, in a moral 
intention, to a “Nothing,” which has shaken off everything constitu- 
tive of “something in the world. 

But in fact, cultural and social modernization has not been com- 
pleted in the regions dominated by Buddhism. In the West, Chi 
tianity not only fulfilled the cognitive initial conditions for modern 
structures of consciousness; it also demanded a range of motivations 
that were the great theme of the economic and ethical research of 
Max Weber, For the normative self-understanding of modernity, 
Christianity has functioned as more than just a precursor or a 
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catalyst. Universalistic egalitarianism, from which sprang the ideals 
of freedom and a collective life in solidarity, the autonomous conduct 
of life and emancipation, the individual morality of conscience, 
human rights and democracy, is the direct legacy of the Judaic ethic 
of justice and the Christian ethic of love. This legacy, substantially 
unchanged, has been the object of a continual critical reappropria- 
tion and reinterpretation. Up to this very day there is no alternative 
to it. And in light of the current challenges of a postnational con- 
stellation, we must draw sustenance now, as in the past, from this 
substance. Everything else is idle postmodern talk. 

Surely, the globalization of markets — the rise of electronically 
interconnected financial markets and the acceleration of capital 
mobility — have led to a transnational economic regime, markedly 
diminishing the leading industrialized nations’ capacities for action. 
But the intensification and expansion of communication and com- 
merce creates only a new infrastructure, and not a new orientation 
or a new form of consciousness. This new stage in the development 
of capitalism takes place within a horizon of social modernity that 
has remained essentially the same, and within the normative s 
understanding developed in that horizon since the end of the eight- 
eenth century. As | said, religion and the Church served an important 
role as pacemakers for this mentality. But the same cannot be said 
for the emergence of globalized commerce and communication, 
Christianity is far more deeply affected and challenged by the un- 


foreseen consequences of this new infrastructure, as are other forms 
of “objective Spirit.” 


Mendieta The other half of the prior question would raise the issue 
of the relationship of both modernity and globalization to religion in 
the following way: to what extent must we think of contemporary 
forms of religion, and one should also add of theological reflection, 
as products of bath modernity and globalization? Is there a sense in 
which contemporary forms of religion, as practices and social in- 
stitutions, beliefs and forms of experience, are only understandable 
as products or processes of modernization? 


Habermas The Christian churches must meet the challenges of 
globalization by appropriating their own normative potential more 
radically. The Occumene is only now becoming ecumenical in a non- 
paternalistic sense; only now is the Church becoming a polycentric 
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world Church, a topic that has been the preoccupation. of my friend 
Johannes Baptist Metz. The universalism of the world religions is only 
now emerging in a strongly interculturalist sense; the Christian ethic 
is broadening itself only today into a truly inclusive global ethics — a 
project that Hans Kiing has pursued. But your question is aiming 
deeper than this. If I am correct, it refers to the transformation of 
religious consciousness which began in the West with the Reforma- 
tion, and since then has spread to other world religions: the “mod- 
ernization” of faith itself This same modernization, for which. both 
religion and the Church fulfilled important initial conditions, gener. 
ated a secularized society which then, in turn, demanded a cognitive 
restructuring of the forms of religious faith and Church praxis. 

Revealed religions are transmitted in the dogmatic form of 
“doctrine.” But in the West, Christian doctrine developed through tbe 
conceptual medium and scholastic form of philosophy, in the form 
of a scientific [wissenschaftlich] theology. This internal rationalization 
allowed a cognitive change of form, which, despite Luther's own 
ambivalence, led to a reflexive mode of faith in the wake of the Refor- 
mation. in modern societies, religious doctrine has to accommodate 
itself to the unavoidable competition with other forms of faith, and 
other claims to truth. It no longer moves in a self-contained universe 
directed, so to speak, by its own absolute truth. Every religious doc- 
trine today encounters the pluralism of different forms of religious 
truth — as well as the skepticism of a secular, scientific mode of 
nowing that owes its social authority to a confessed fallibility and a 
learning process based on long-term revision. Religious dogmas and 
the attitude of the faithful have to harmonize the illocutionary 
meaning of religious speech - the affirmation of the truth of a 
religious statement ~ with both facts. Bach religious faith must build 
a relationship with competing messages of other religions, just as 
much as with the claims of science and a secularized, halfway- 
scientific common sense. 

Thus modern faith becomes reflexive. Only through self-criticism 
can it stabilize the inclusive attitude that it assumes within a uni- 
verse of discourse delimited by secular knowledge and shared with 
other religions. This decentered background consciousness of the 
relativity of one’s own standpoint certainly does not necessarily lead 
to the relativization of articles of faith themselves, but it is never- 
theless characteristic of the modern form of religious faith. Further, 
it is constitutive for what John Rawls calls the reasonableness of 
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“reasonable comprehensive doctrines.” This has the important polit- 
ical consequence that the community of the faithful can ascertain 
why it must refrain from the use of violence — and state-sponsored 
violence above all — as a means for the promotion of religious belief. 
In this sense, what we call the “modernization of faith” is an impor- 
tant cognitive presupposition for the achievement of religious toler- 
ation and the construction of a neutral state power. 

We call “fundamentalist” those religious movements which, given 
the cognitive limits of modern life, nevertheless persist in practicing 
or promoting a return to the exclusivity of premodem religious 
attitudes, Fundamentalism lacks the epistemic innocence of those 
long-ago realms in which the world religions first flourished, and 
which could somehow still be experienced as limitless. Only con- 
temporary China can provide some small taste of this consciousness 
of imperial boundlessness, which once grounded the limited “uni- 
versalism” of the world religions. But moder conditions are com- 
patible only with a strict, Kantian form of universalism. This is why 
fundamentalism is the false answer to an epistemological situation 
which demands insight into the inevitability of religious tolerance 
and imposes on the faithful the burden of having to endure the sec- 
ularization of knowledge and the pluralism of world pictures regard- 
less of the religious truths they hold. 


Mendieta Religion may be understood as a form of human com- 
munication, and as such it was always impacted by transformations 
in the means and modes of communication. Today the information 
and telecommunications revolutions are irreparably transforming 
both the means and the modes of communication. Is it possible 
that we may be witnessing the obsolescence of older forms of 
human interaction, and the birth of new ones that might catalyze 
the birth of new religions, new churches, new forms of piety and 
prayer? 


Habermas | cannot say much on this point, since this is the kind of 
question that really can only be answered “from within,” from the 
point of view of the participant. And sociologically speaking | have 
not studied any of the new, de-institutionalized and de-differentiated 
forms of religiosity. All the great world religions were familiar with 
anti-clerical revival movements that criticized exis i 
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forms of devotion, of which Pietism is an example for us. This same 
impulse survives today in different forms. In any event, what I see 
nowadays in the “esoterica” sections of bookshops appears to me 
more as a symptom of ego weakness and regression, the expression 
of a yearning for an impossible return to mythical forms of thought, 
magical practices, and closed worldviews, that the Church overcame 
in its battle against “the heathens.” But history teaches us that 
religious sects can he very innovative. So maybe not everything on 
the market is Californian claptrap or neopaganism. 

But in this matter a debate, perhaps the chance for a genuine 
discourse, seems to be lacking. Reading Aquinas’ Summa Contra 
Gentiles, | am struck by the complexity, the sheer degree of differ 
entiations, the gravity, and the stringency of a dialogically constructed 
argument. 1 am an admirer of Aquinas. He represents a form of spirit 
that is able to ground its authenticity from out of its own resources. 
It is also simply a fact that there is no longer this kind of firmament 
in the morass of contemporary religiosity. In a homogenizing media 
society, everything loses its gravity, perhaps even institutionalized 
Christianity itself. 


Mendieta In your work you sometimes refer to Europe's mission in 
relation to the world — to a “second chance” in history that a united 

‘ope might promise. To what extent is that mission compromised, 
that is, rendered suspect, by its relationship to Christianity? In more 
pointed terms, if one reads carefully between the lines of mast of 
the commentary written by the philosophers of the global state 
(ike Fukuyama, Huntington, etc.) one will note that there is the 
assumption that globalization is the continuation of the Christian 
civilizing project, and that whatever stands in its way is “oriental” des- 
potism, Muslim fundamentalism, etc. To this extent, globalization is 
counterpoised against the non-West in a mission of redemption and 
salvation. 


Habermas Well, there can be no disputing that there is an unholy 
trinity of colonialism, Christianity, and Eurocentrism. The dark, 
obverse side of the mirror of modernization, which otherwise wants 
to reflect only the image of the spread of civilization, human rights, 
and democracy, has indeed been illuminated to some extent. But in 
the end, egalitarianism and universalism (which today’s neoliberal 
apologists for an unfettered global commercial regime trumpet just 
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as proudly as yesterday's colonial masters once did Christianity) also 
provide us with the only convincing criteria for criticizing the 
miserable state of our economically fragmented, stratified, and un- 
pacified global society, Who in the present could still want to justify 
the monstrously brutal process of global social modernization 
since the fifteenth century from a normative point of view? And yet, 
the current state of the world, “the modern condition,” is without any 
clearly recognizable alternative, and is indeed nothing for which we 
in the present have to assume retrospective responsibility, or assign 
retrospective blame. 

As the Pol Pot regime in Cambodia, the “Shining Path" in Peru, or 
the dictatorship of impoverishment in North Korea all illustrate, 
there is no reasonable exit-option left to us from a capitalist world 
society today, after the failed experiment of Soviet communism. 
Transformations of global capitalism, which could lead fram a per- 
manent state of affairs to a self-accelerating “creative destruction,” 
now seem only possible from within. This is why we need a form of 
self-referential politics, which would aim at strengthening capacities 
for political action itself, and at reigning in an uncontrolled economic 
dynamic both within and beyond what still counts as the authorit: 
tive level of nation-states. I have described this in my book The Post- 
national Constellation.| The fact that we can act only under the 
conditions of a form of societal modernity not of our own choosing 
obviously doesn't imply that we must act as missionaries of a Western 
culture that first created it 

Let's take the example of human rights. Notwithstanding their 
European origins, human rights now compase the universal language 
in which global commercial relationships come under normative 
regulation. In Asia, Africa, and South America, they also constitute 
the only language in which the opponents and victims of murderous 
regimes and civil wars can raise their voices against violence, 
repression, and persecution, against injuries to their human dignity. 
But to the extent that human rights are accepted as a transcultural 
language, disagreements over their appropriate interpretation 
between cultures have only intensified. Insofar as this intercultural 
discourse on human rights occurs under conditions of reciprocal 
recognition, it also has the potential of leading the West toward a 
decentered understanding of a normative construct that no longer 
remains the property of Europeans, and can no longer mirror the 
particularities of one culture, 
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Surely, the West still maintains a privileged access to the resources 
of power, wealth, and knowledge in our world. But it is in our own 
best interest that the project that proceeds from here of developing 

just and peaceful global civilization not be discredited from the 
outset. Thus the West, molded by the Judaeo-Christian tradition, 

t reflect on one of its greatest cultural achievements: the capac- 
ity for decentering one’s own perspectives, self-reflection, and a self- 
critical distancing from one’s own traditions. The West must abstain 
from any non-discussive means, must be only one voice among many, 
in the hermeneutical conversation between cultures. In a word: over- 
coming Eurocentrism demands that the West make proper use of its 
own cognitive resources. This is, God knows, easier said than done, 
as the current example of the selective prosecutions and the prob- 
Jematic implementation of human rights policies in the former 
Yugoslavia illustrates. But that is a different topic. 


Mendieta Let me raise the stakes on this question. To what extent 
can we think of the West without Athens, Rome, or Jerusalem? 
Conversely, to what extent can we think of a postnational global 
order without the history of religious conflict and the ever-present 
possibility of its exacerbation? 


Habermas You correctly point out the internal tensions along the 
fault lines of Western culture. Jerusalem, Rome, Athens — this is the 
distinctive tension between monotheism, learning, and the republi- 
can tradition that the West has always had to bear, without reducing 
one to any of the others. As far as the relation between Athens and 
Jerusalem is concerned, the Hellenization of Christianity — theology 
as the scientization of the redemptive mission — always displayed a 
tendency to water down the essence of the Christian message. Job’s 
question — the question of God's justice in the face of the experience 
of suffering, and of annihilation in godforsaken darkness — loses its 
radical nature within the horizon of Greek thought, as well as with 
the Church fathers, Where was God in Auschwitz? Along the axis of 
Rome and Jerusalem, we can see a similar loss of tension: on the one 
hand, the secularization and politicization of the biblical mission, and 
on the other side the political-theological expropriation of the 
rational core of a secularized politics. Finally, we Germans are 

familiar with the cultural-religious haze of a pretentious if 

depoliticized neo-humanism that sublimates the Roman-republican 
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beneath the Greek-spiritual, submerging the pragmatics of daily exis- 
tence into the blurry aura of the extraordinary. Among us, Brecht - 
and not Hannah Arendt — belongs to the very few party faithful of 
“Rome,” who still recognized the fatal consequences of German 
classicism’s fixation on Greek antiquity. 

These symbiotic misdevelopments emerge when the contradictory 
elements of a tense cultural synthesis lose their distinct individuality. 
We see this in the relation hetween philosophy and religion as well: 
the existential meaning of the individual soul's liberation through the 
promise of salvation of God the Redeemer cannot be harmonized 
with the contemplative elevation and the intuitive fusion of finite 
spirit with the Absolute. 

Things are much the same, on the global level, concerning the 
tension between different cultures and the world religions. Individ- 
ual cultures can only make a positive contribution to the rise of a 
world culture if they are respected in their own, stubborn individu- 
ality. This tension needs to be stabilized, not resolved, if the net of 
intercultural discourse is not to be torn. 


Mendieta As we look over the philosophical achievements, rap- 
tures, and continuities of the West, we see a perennial confrontation 
with, but also connection to, the Judeo-Christian tradition. The 
German. philosophical version of this confrontation and connection 
with the Judeo-Christian tradition is particularly noteworthy in its 
obvious claim to both Athens and Rome, and Jerusalem with great 
pains and reservations: from Jakob Béhme and Meister Eckhart, to 
Martin Luther, Kant, Hegel, Marx, and more recently in this cen- 
tury Heidegger, Léwith, Bloch, Adorno, Horkheimer, and naturally 
Benjamin. One may even say that Christendom survived in the great 
philosophical mansions of German philosophy. And if that is the 
case, then how can European philosophy open itself up to a global 
order without at the same time having to challenge and reflect on its 
religious inheritance? And if this is to be done, how? 


Habermas Yes, 1 sce the intense encounter with “strong” alternative 
traditions as a chance to become more fully aware of one’s own roots; 
in this case our own rootedness in the Judaeo-Christian tradition. As 
long as participants inhabit the same discursive universe, there is no 
hermeneutic impulse to reflect on otherwise self-evident, unar 
round motivations. This spur to reflection doesn't prevent 
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intercultural understanding; indeed it is what makes it possible in the 
first place. And ail participants must get clear on the particularity of 
their own respective mental presuppositions before the discursive 
presuppositions, interpretations, and value orientations they bold in 
common can come to light. 

The West now encounters other cultures in the form of the over- 
powering scientific and technological infrastructure of a capitalist 
world civilization. Our own forms of rationality have materialized in 
it. We no longer confront other cultures as alien since their structures 
still remind us of previous phases of our own social development. 
What we do encounter as alien within other cultures is the stubborn 
distinctiveness of their religious cores. Alternative religions are, in our 
own eyes, the inspirational sources for other cultures, This explains 
not just the ongoing relevance of Max Weber, but also the challenge 
that European philosophy faces in posing just the question that you 
insist on here. 

I would certainly want to draw sharper distinctions within the 
German tradition whose members you name. As opposed to English, 
French, or American philosophy, Germany has had relatively few 
politically minded intellectual figures. The Roman-republican her- 
itage finds an expression only with Kant and Reiphold, Heine and 
Marx. On the other hand, the experience of the French Revolution 
inspired the Tubingen seminarians — Hegel, Schelling, and Hélderlin 
- to reconcile Athens and Jerusalem with each other, and to recon- 
cile both of them with a modemity that essentially generates its own 
normative self-understanding from the egalitarian, universalistic 
spirit of the Jewish and Christian traditions. In the course of this 
project, Hegel’s central concern was to set basic metaphysical con- 
cepts into dialectical motion within the medium of Heilsgeschichte, 
the history of salvation. Still, it’s possible to distinguish within 
German philosophy all the way to the present between a rather 
aesthetic, Platonistic line and another current, oriented toward 
social philosophy and the philosophy of history. 

The tradition that remains dedicated to the Greeks and to the 
projects of ontology and cosmology persists today not only in the 
classical form of philosophical idealism, as in Dieter Henrich’s theory 
of self-consciousness. The metaphysical interest in the constitution 
of beings as such also persists in the language of formal semanti 
and epistemology. It can even be negotiated in the language of nat- 
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uralism, as in contemporary work on mind-body relations. In its basic 
projects and concepts, this philosophical mainstream differs from 
those philosophical schools that were revolutionized by historical 
thought. These latter appropriated the existential or world-historical 
themes which had previously been reserved for theology and its 
reflections on a history of salvation. The exemplary figures here are, 
naturally, the great outsiders of the nineteenth century - Marx, 
Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche. Here also belong all those thinkers 
whose work offered a diagnosis of their own times, and whose work 
promoted categories of lived historical experience into basic philo- 
sophical concepts. 1 am thinking of concepts like sociality, language, 
praxis, embodiment, contingency, action, historical time, intersubjec 

tive understanding, individuality, freedom, emancipation and domi- 
nation, the anticipation of death, and so on. 

Certainly, within these historically sensitive currents (which were 
more deeply influenced by “Jerusalem” than “Athens,” by the religious 
rather than the Greek, metaphysical heritage}, | would further dif- 
ferentiate out the tradition of dialectical thinking. This line, reaching 
from Jakob Béhme through Oetinger and Schelling, Hegel and Marx 
up to Bloch, Benjamin, and, if you like, Foucault, contrasts with 
another, mystical line of thought beginning with Meister Eckhart and 
ending with Heidegger and perhaps Wittgenstein. While mystical 
contemplation is speechless, privileging a mode of intuition or recol- 
lection that repudiates the reasonableness of discursive thought, 
dialectical thought always criticizes the intellectual intuition, the 
intuitive access to the (supposedly) immediate. In the productive 
force of negation, dialectics recognizes its own proper impetus, the 
motor of a self-criticizing reason that Hegel celebrated as the rose in 
the cross of the present. In this tradition, philosophy takes seriously 
the problem of the Theologoumenon, of the God who assumes 
human form: the unconditioned character of moral obligation in the 
face of radical evil, the finitude of human freedom, the fallibility of 
spirit, and the mortality of the individual. Dialectics takes on the 
problem of thendicy, the suffering generated from the negativity of 
an inverted world. Such a world could never be experienced as some- 
thing negative, as something inverted, were it to harden, so to say 
naturalistically, as the indifference of a merely contingent event. For 
example, | was already interested in Schelling’s On the Essence of 
Human Freedom during my student years 
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Mendieta Many people, including yourself, have noted that the first 
Frankfurt School would not have been possible without Marx, but 
also not without Judaism. Many, if not most, of the first generation 
of the Frankfurt School were Jews. Their critique of society, in light 
of the Holocaust, could only be pronounced from the standpoint of 
a “damaged life,” and the perpetual threat of barbarity and totalitar- 
ianism. Do you see yourself as inheriting, as standing in the stream 
of, this not so subterranean current, and if so, how? 


Habermas Well, Adorno himself understood his own critique of the 
reification of interpersonal relationships and intrapsychic energies as 
a consequence of the prohibition against images [Bilderverbot]. Reif 
cation is deification; the distortion of something conditioned into the 
Unconditioned. Negative-dialectical thought intends to rescue the 
non-identical in things, which otherwise are violated by our own 
abstractions. It attempts to reconstruct the integrity of those 
individuals who have been rendered dumb by an unavoidable sub- 
sumption. Adorno’s work is guided by the intuition that a subjectiv- 
ity run amok transforms everything around it into objects, elevating 
itself into an Absolute, and thereby running up against the truc 
Absolute — against the unconditional right of each creature not to be 
overlooked, ta be acknowledged for what it is. The rage of objectifi- 
cation ignores the essential core of the fully individuated Other, by 
uch the creature is marked as having been made “in the image of 
God.” 

Looked at philosophically, the powerful cognitive impulse behind 
the “Axial Age” [Achsenzeit] is captured in the First Commandment, 
namely emancipation from the chain of lineage and from the arbi- 
trary will of mythic powers. At that time the world religions, as they 
developed a monotheistic or acosmic concept of the Absolute, 
pierced through the uniform, flat surface of narratively interwoven, 
contingent appearance, thus tearing open the gap between deep and 
surface structure, between essence and appearance, which first 
granted humanity the freedom of reflection and the power to dis- 
tance itself from the abyss of immediacy. With these concepts of the 
Absolute or the unconditioned, validity is distinguished from genesis, 
truth from health or soundness, guilt from causality, law from 
violence, and so forth. At that time, the constellation of concepts 
emerged which predetermine the problems that the philosophy of 
German Idealism would eventually face: the relation of the infinite 
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to the finite, the unconditioned to the conditioned, unity to multi- 
plicity, freedom to necessity. 

Only after Hegel, with the Young Hegelians and Nietzsche, was 
this constellation taken up once again. But this “postmetaphysical” 
thought remained deeply ambiguous. To this day it remains threat- 
ened by the possibility of a relapse into “neopaganism.” In the carly 
1930s, the Young Conservative precursors of fascism, under the inspi- 
ration of Hélderlin and Nietzsche, used this same term to describe 
their reclamation of the archaic sources of the Presocratics, of the 
“origins” before the sources of monotheism and the Platonic logos. In 
his posthumously published Spiegel interview, Heidegger still used 
this polytheistic jargon: “Only @ god can save us...” As a conse- 
quence of the postmodernist critique of reason, these neopaganist 
intellectual figures have become fashionable again. Metaphors such 
as “networks,” “family resemblances,” “rhizomes,” and so on may 
initially have the innocently pragmatic sense of sharpening our 
sensitivity for contexts, But in relation to Nietzsche’s and Heideg- 
ger’s critiques of metaphysics, they imply the rejection of the uni- 
versalistic significance of unconditioned validity claims. Adorno was 
struggling against this regressive tendency within postmetaphysical 
thinking as he promised to keep faith with metaphysics ‘at the 
moment of its fall.” Following Nietzsche, for him it was always a ques- 
tion of deepening the dialectical criticism of the “logic of essences,” 
rather than the flat anti Platonism that circulates so thoughtlessly in 
today’s modish late Heideggerian and late Wittgensteinian currents. 
In this intention, if not in the means of realizing it, [ am in complete 
agreement with Adorno. 


Mendieta 1c is clear that the issues and points of departure for the 
second generation of the Frankfurt School were and remain differ- 
ent: the Cold War, the defense of democracy, the preservation and 
furthering of the hard won gains of the Enlightenment and moder- 
nity, the critique of new forms of reification and commodification, 
the discovery of the civilizing role of law, the overcoming of the phi- 
losophy of consciousness, etc. To what extent, however, has religion, 
in whatever form, truly ceased, if indeed it has, to inform the second 
generation's continuation of the Frankfurt School? 


Habermas {| can’t speak for the “second generation,” but only for 
oaysele =ohe Gawlat 1 say aide periaph alse for Karl Gite Apel. 
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I would not object to the claim that my conception of language and 
of communicative action oriented toward mutual understanding 
nourishes itself from the legacy of Christianity. The “telos of reach- 
ing understanding” - the concept of discursively directed agreement 
which measures itself against the standard of intersubjective recog- 
nition, that is, the double negation of criticizable validity claims - 
may well nourish itself from the heritage of a logos understood as 
Christian, one that is indeed embodied (and not just with the 
Quakers) in the communicative practice of the religious congrega- 
tion. Already the communicative-theoretical version of the concept 
of emancipation in Knowledge and Human Interests? could be 
“unmasked” as the secularizing translation of the divine promise of 
salvation. (Of course, since then I have become more cautious when 
using the expression “emancipation” beyond the area of the bio- 
graphical development of individual persons, since social collectives, 
groups, or communities cannot be imagined as subjects writ large.) 
I only want to say that the evidence of my relation to a theological 
heritage does not bother me, as long as one recognizes the method- 
ological difference of the discourses; that is, as long as the philosophi- 
cal. discourse conforms to the distinctive demands of justificatory 
speech. In my view, a philosophy that oversteps the bounds of 
methodological atheism loses its philosophical seriousness. 
Moreover, one doctrinal element of Jakob Bohme’s mystical 
speculations on the “nature” that arises through an act of contraction, 
or the “dark ground” in God, has been of great significance for me. 
Later, Gershom Scholem called my attention to the counterpart of 
this element, Isaac Luria’s doctrine of zimzum. Interestingly, these 
two independently developed speculations came together via Knorr 
von Rosenheim end Schwabian Pietism in the post-Fichtean idealism 
of Baader and Schelling. In the essay on the “Essence of Human 
Freedom” that I've already mentioned, and in his philosophy of 
the “Ages of the World,” Schelling appropriated this tradition 
and anchored the tense relation between “egoity” and “love” in 
God Himself. The rather “dark” tendency toward finitization 
ichung] or contraction is intended as an explanation of 
's capacity for self-limitation. This was the subject of my 
doctoral dissertation. 
The problem concerns the creation of the first Adam, the decisive 
moment that brings the world-age of ideal creation — which, like the 
motion of Hegel's “logic,” took place only within God’s spirit — to its 
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conclusion. In order to be able to see Himself confirmed in His own 
freedom through an alter ego, God must delimit himself precisely 
within this very freedom. That is, He equips Adam kadmos [first 
Adam] with the unconditional freedom of good and evil, and thus 
assumes the risk that Adam may make the wrong use of this gift by 
sinning and thereby dragging the whole of ideal creation with him 
into the abyss. He would thus topple God Himself from His throne. 
OF course, this “worst case scenario” is just what happened. The story 
solves the problem of theodicy, but at a tremendous cost: that first, 
horrific act of freedom inaugurates a new age of the world, the age 
of world history. In this second, historical age of the world, a humbled 
God must Himself await redemption, since humanity has taken on 
the burden of resurrecting fallen nature. 

This myth — and it is more than just a myth — illuminates two 
aspects of human freedom: the intersubjective constitution of au- 
tonomy and the meaning of the self-binding of the will’s arbitrary 
freedom to unconditionally valid norms. 

Thus the creation of the first human yields an inevitable, cata- 
strophic consequence. The act of creation already completed in mente 
must start all over again historically, from the very begin 
no subject, not even God Himself, can, be truly free without being 
recognized as free by at least one other subject — that is, by someone 
who is free in the same sense (and who, for his part, also requires such 
reciprocal recognition). No one can enjoy freedom alone, or at the 
cost of the freedom of another. Thus freedom may never be con- 
ceived merely negatively, as the absence of compulsion. Freedom 
conceived intersubjectively distinguishes itself from the arbitrary 
freedom of the isolated individual. No one is free until we all are 
free. This fact emphasizes the second aspect, the unconditioned char- 
acter of moral obligation, insofar as the fate of God and the world as 
a whole stands in balance with the good and evil that historically 
acting subjects mutually attribute to one another. Humanity feels the 
weight of the categorical Ought in the superhuman responsibility for 
an inverse history of salvation. Inserted as authors into such a charged 
world history, they must answer to world history in the form of a last 
judgment implacably deferred into the future. 


Mendieta Let me be more direct. In your essay “Reflections on a 
Remark of Max Horkheimer,” you conclude, “it may perhaps be said 
that to seek to salvage an unconditional meaning without God is a 
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futile undertaking, for it belongs to the peculiar dignity of philoso- 
phy to maintain adamantly that no validity claim have cognitive 
import unless it is vindicated before the tribunal of justificatory dis- 
course.” You wrote this in order to differentiate philosophy’s partic- 
ular type of unconditionality from religion's unconditionality, which 
offers consolation in light of suffering, defeat, and a misspent life. 
Philosophy’s unconditionality is a quest for truth, and to this extent 
it is, or must be, postmetaphysical. Yet, somewhere else you write, 
“Philosophy, even in its postmetaphysical form, wil! be able neither 
to replace nor to repress religion as long as religious language is the 
bearer of a semantic content that is inspiring and even indispensable, 
for this content eludes (for the time being?) the explanatory force 
of philosophical language and continues ta resist translation into 
reasoning discourses.’ These two quotations are indicative of two 
conflicting tendencies in your work: in one tendency, religion is liqui- 
fied and sublated in discourse ethics and the theory of communica- 
tive rationality; in the other, religion is given the function of 
preserving and even nurturing a particular type of “semantic” content 
that remains indispensable for ethics and morality, but also for phi- 
losophy in general 


Habermas | see no contradiction there, In the discussion of 
Horkheimer I only wanted to show that the concept of an uncondi- 
tioned truth can be defended not just with strong theological 
premises, but also under the mare modest premises of postmeta- 
physical thinking, The second citation, on the other hand, expresses 
the conviction that indispensable potentials for meaning are pre- 
served in religious language, potentials that philosophy has not yet 
fully exhausted, has not yet translated into the language of public, 
that is, of presumptively generally convincing, reasons. Taking the 
exanaple of the concept of the individual person, which the religious 
language of monotheistic doctrine has indeed articulated from the 
very beginning with all the precision one could wish for, I have 
attempted to point out this deficit, or at least the clumsiness of 
philosophical attempts at translation. For me, the basic concepts of 
philosophical ethics, as they have developed up to this point, also fail 
to capture all the intuitions that have already found a more nuanced 
expression in the language of the Bible, and which we have only come 
to know by means of a halfway religious socialization. In light of this 
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shortcoming, discourse ethics attempts a translation of the categori- 
ca] imperative into a language that also lets us do justice to another 
intuition — ] mean the feeling of “solidarity,” the bond of a member 
of a community to her fellow members. 


Mendieta We can retum to this point. But let us remain with 
the second citation. You put the phrase “for the time being?” in 
parentheses. Is it your view that it is philosophy's goal to completely 
assimilate, to translate, to rework and to “sublate” all desirable reli- 
gious content? Or do you expect that religion will forever resist all 
efforts at such an intervention — and that it thus always will remain 
unassimilable and. inaccessible, and in a certain sense thus also 
autonomous and unavoidable? 


Habermas | don't know. That will emerge if and when philosophy 
carries on its work on its religious heritage with more sensitivity 
than it has so far. ] am not speaking of the neopagan project of a 
“work on myth” — this work has long since been carried out by 
religion and theology. 


Mendieta The relationship between religion and theology is not 
unlike that between the lifeworld and philosophy, But just like the 
horizon of the lifeworld retreats at every advance made by philoso- 
phy, religion retreats as theology tries to capture the realms of 
religious experience. It seems to me that the divergent tendencies 
with respect to religion I have encountered in your work stem from 
a conflated reading of religion and theology. 


Habermas | see what you are driving at. Theology would forfeit its 
identity if it attempted to detach itself from religion's dogmatic core 
—and with it from the religious language in which a religious com- 
munity's practices of prayer, of confession, and of faith occur. These 
are the practices in which religious faith, which theology can only 
interpret, proves itself, From the beginning, theology has a certain 
parasitic or derivative status, It cannot hide the fact that its inter- 
pretive work can never entirely “recover” or “exhaust” the performa- 
tive meaning of living faith. Now, you say: this is just as true for 
philosophy! Perhaps philosophy can “purloin" a few concepts from 
theology (as Benjamin put it in his “Theses on the Philosophy of 
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History”), but it would be the worst kind of intellectualism to expect 
that philosophy's “way of translation” could completely appropriate 
the forms of experience preserved in religious language. 

In one sense this analogy limps, of course. Theology cannot provide 
a substitute for religion, for the latter’s truth is nourished from the 
revealed Word, which from the beginning appears in religious not 
scholarly form. But philosophy has an entirely distinct relation to reli- 
gion. It secks to re-express what it learns from religion in a discourse 
that is independent of revealed truth. Thus, every philosophical trans- 
lation, even Hegel's, inevitably loses the performative meaning of 
living faith. A philosophy that comes to depend on “destinies” 
[Geschicke], or take solace from them, is no philosophy at all. The 
ambition of philosophy's “translation program’ is, if you like, to rescue 
the profane significance of interpersonal and existential experiences 
that have so far only been adequately articulated in religious lan- 
guage. In contemporary terms, I would think of responses to extreme 
situations of helplessness, loss of self, or the threat of annihilation, 
which “leave us speechless.” 


Mendieta You have argued on numerous occasions that solidarity 
and justice are two sides of the same coin. More recently, you traced 
this idea to the very core of Christian religious experience.? But is 
not Christian solidarity based on the injunction to respect and take 
charge of the other beyond any law, any possibility of reciprocity, 
equality, retribution, or reward? God's complete otherness announces 
itself in the negativity of the suffering other. This other as divine 
epiphany commands and calls us beyond any calculation or triangu~ 
lation. This is what one hears in the appellations of third world lib- 
eration theologians when they call for solidarity with the victims of 
both modernity and postmodernity. The preferential option for the 
poor seems to suggest that solidarity is prior to justice and thus more 
ariginary. 


Habermas Yes, the ethic of Christian love remains faithful to a 
devotion to the suffering other, an aspect that comes up short within 
an intersubjectively conceived morality of justice. Such a form of 
morality must limit itself to the grounding of commands that each 
will follow on the condition that they are also followed by every 
other. Of course, there is a good reason for this self-limitation. 
A supererogatory act, which transcends what can reasonably be 


A Conversation About God and the World 165 


expected of everyone on the basis of reciprocity, signifies the active 
sacrifice of one's own legitimate interests for the good, or the reduc- 
tion of suffering of others in need of help. The imitation of Christ 
demands such a sacrificiwm from the faithful - on the condition, of 
course, that this active sacrifice, rendered holy in the light of a just 
and a Good God, an absolute Judge, is assumed freely. No earthly 
power may impose a sacrifice upon an autonomous will for suppos- 
edly higher ends. Thus the Enlightenment sought to abolish sacrifice. 
Today, this same skepticism is directed at the death penalty, as well 
as the legitimacy of a general obligation for military service. This is 
the basis of the careful, resigned limitation to a morality of justice. 
This certainly does not diminish our admiration for an absolute devo- 
tion to one’s neighbor, nor does it reduce our respect, indeed our 
great admiration, for all those unspectacular, selfless sacrifices, mostly 
from mothers and women, without which the last moral bond would 
long ago have been broken in many pathologically distorted societies 
(and not just there). 


Mendieta Here, | would like to press you on this issue. At the same 
time, I would like to appeal to the type of criticisms made by people 
like Gutierrez, Boff, and Dussel. The standard of living of most people 
in the world is such that conditions of symmetry, reciprocity, 
reversibility, and so on are not only non-existent but almost unat- 
tainable. To these liberation theologians and philosophers a moral 


theory that stops at the abstract idea of the “moral point of view" is 
a luxury of the state of exception that the wealthy nations of the devel- 
oped world enjoy. The status quo in most of the world, they say, is 
one of extreme privation and subhuman existence. Reciprocity will 
not do. We are called to do more than what is expected from a puta- 
tive contract. Global responsibility today calls for action way above 
our mere call of duty. And this is what they mean by the “preferen. 
tial option for the poor.” 


Habermas 1 will leave aside for the moment the distinction between 
Kantianism and contractualism, and will also refrain from the obje 

tion that the criteria of a so-called “abstract justice,” if only applied, 
would be entirely sufficient to revolutionize global society. Just 
imagine for a moment that the G-7 nations assumed global respon- 
sibility, and unified themselves through policies that met John Rawls’ 
(contractualis grounded) second principle of justice: “social and 
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economic inequalities are to be arranged so that it is reasonably 
expected that they will bring the greatest advantage to the least wel!- 
off” The unjust distribution of good fortune in the world was cer- 
tainly already a central concern of the great world religions. But in a 
secularized society, this problem primarily belongs on the political 
and economic table, not in the cupboard of morality, let alone of 
moral theory. 

What is the scandal? In a world still dominated by nation-states, 
there is still no regime capable of the kind of political action that 
could assume the “global responsibility” demanded by moral points 
of view. And existing interest positions don’t encourage the sponta- 
neous formation of a political will that could implement a corre- 
sponding “moral division of labor” between the different members of 
an intolerably stratified world society. The burning issue of a just 
global economic order poses itself primarily as a political problem. 
Hew a democratically responsible politics can catch up with global- 
ized markets that have outpaced it is, in any event, not a question 
for moral theory; social scientists and economists can contribute more 
to it than philosophers can. On the analytical level, it demands a great 
deal of empirical knowledge and institutional imagination. In the final 
analysis, of course, the best design is of no help unless the political 
process comes into play. On the practical level, only social move- 
ments will be able to create the necessary motivations beyond 
national borders. 

The call of liberation theology, in its quest to lend a voice to the 
downtrodden, the oppressed, and the humiliated, does indeed stand 
within this context. [ understand it as the active outrage against the 
inertia and the insensitivity of a status quo that no longer appears to 
move in the current of a self-accelerating modernization. The “more” 
of its brave, self-sacrificing engagement, extending far beyond all that 
could be reasonably expected, is justified by its participants through 
the Christian command of leve. From another side, certainly, the 
supererogatory element of this personal intervention also appears as 
a reflex of powerlessness, though always an admirable one, in the face 
of the anonymous, systematic forces of politically untamed capital- 
ism, which understand only the language of cost, not of morality. 


Mendieta As we close this century and millennium and attempt to 
take stock of what has transpired, one cannot help but agree with 
Hobsbawm: it was a century of extremes. But some might add: it was 
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a century of “radical evil." There is something profoundly unfor- 
givable and unassimilable in what transpired during the twentieth 
century. What can we have learned from the “radical evil” that we 
faced in this century? 


Habermas The Holocaust was, up to the very moment it began, 
unimaginable; thus radical evil also has a historical index. What I 
mean is that there is a peculiar asymmetry in the knowledge of good 
and evil. We know what we may not do, what we must in each and 
every case refrain from doing, if we want to be able to look ourselves 
in the eye without blushing in shame. But we don’t know what 
human beings as such are capable of. And the more evil increases, 
obviously, the stronger is the need to repress and forget those who 
have been wronged. This is the depressing experience of my own 
adult political life in the Federal Republic of Germany. But I have 
also had the good fertune of having another experience, which at 
least gives me hope that Richard Rorty is not entirely wrong when 
he, as an American, says what I would also express, though perhaps 
not with the same degree of self-confidence: “Nothing a nation has 
done should make it impossible for (citizens of} a constitutional 
democracy to regain self-respect.” 


Translated by Max Pensky 
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